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Overview

Introduction
In fiscal year 1983, USAID/Zimbabwe be-

gan the Basic Education and Skills Training
program (BEST), one of the first attempts to
provide nonproject assistance (NPA) on a sig-
nificant scale to the education sector. Lessons
learned from this early experience shaped
other NPA education initiatives in Africa over
the next decade.

Modeled on the Zimbabwe Agriculture Sec-
tor Assistance (ZASA) program, the education-
sector assistance strategy combined
policy-conditioned program support and targeted
technical assistance. It also used local currency
generated by a Commodity Import Program
(CIP) of $50 million in fiscal year 1982 and a
CIP of $37 million in FY 1983. Training under
BEST was closely coordinated with the Zimba-
bwe Manpower Development program
(ZIMMAN), also authorized in 1983, and with
the ZASA training for the faculty of agriculture
at the University of Zimbabwe. USAID used
the same contractor to manage long-term ex-
ternal training under ZASA, BEST, and
ZIMMAN.

BEST activities continued through January
1990. Though the evaluations were generally
positive in terms of performance and impact,
BEST was not continued. This was due in part
to an expected phase-down of the bilateral pro-
gram in Zimbabwe and to other factors that ne-
cessitated a narrower focus of the bilateral-as-
sistance strategy. The BEST program implemen-

tation and task orders are summarized in the fi-
nal report (Academy for Educational Develop-
ment, 1990, PD-ABC-116), and the results and
impacts are reviewed in the final evaluation (Cre-
ative Associates, November 1990, PD-ABC-
223).

In January 1997, Frank Method and David
Evans, both experienced former USAID edu-
cation officers, were asked to return to Zimba-
bwe to review the current state of education
and skills training in Zimbabwe; to discuss
BEST’s long-term impact on institutional capaci-
ties and policies with key people in the country;
and to explore what, if anything, can be learned
from this experience with regard to sector-re-
form strategies and modalities of assistance.

Study Process and Limitations
Evans and Method spent a week in Zimba-

bwe in January, following a desk study of avail-
able documentation on the program and Evans’
visit to the International Institute for Education
Planning (IIEP) in Paris to review documenta-
tion and obtain recommendations on potential
contacts. Golden Chekenyere, who had been the
USAID foreign service national program spe-
cialist for BEST shortly after it began through
the phase-down in 1990, joined them.

Due to the short time available in Zimbabwe
(because of unavoidable problems with authori-
zations for the evaluation), most of the informa-
tion gathered was from Government of Zimba-
bwe documents and interviews with key people.
No independent data gathering or field investi-
gation was possible. The team did not have ac-
cess to USAID files or documentation. The
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USAID mission in Harare was fully occupied
with strategic planning and was not able to meet
with the team. These limitations were offset to
some extent by the fact that Method and
Chekenyere had substantial familiarity with the
initial analysis, design, and implementation of
BEST as well as ZIMMAN. Evans had some
familiarity with the Zimbabwe context because
of his recent service with USAID/South Africa,
and Chekenyere was able to facilitate most in-
terviews on very short notice.

In any case, the purpose was not to review
the technical quality of activities under BEST,
the adequacy of management and logistic sys-
tems used in its implementation, or the perfor-
mance of contractors. Rather, it was to review
the overall pattern of assistance and strategic
decisions made by Government of Zimbabwe
(GOZ) officials, looking for impacts that have
lasted beyond the period of USAID assistance,
and for lessons that may be useful for USAID,
other donors, and countries.

The activities under review began some 15
years ago, and the assistance for these activi-
ties ended seven years ago. Neither USAID nor
Zimbabwe will ever be in quite the same situa-
tion that influenced decisions in 1983. Never-
theless, the basic question guiding this study is
whether under similar circumstances it would
be advisable to follow a similar course of action.
The implicit questions (which others will need to
answer) are: Could and would such a course of
action be supported today by the donor commu-
nity? Is it likely that a country today, faced with
similar circumstances as those of the newly in-
dependent Zimbabwe, would be able to operate
with a similar level, length, and modality of as-
sistance? In an attempt to answer such ques-
tions, the team identified the critical aspects of
the overall assistance effort and determined what
strategic decisions had been made to allow these
paths to be followed.

BEST Description and Authorization
USAID/Zimbabwe developed the BEST pro-

gram during FY 1983, and USAID/Washington

approved it in June 1983. This gestation of less
than nine months was unusually fast, reflecting
both the high priority given to responding to
events in newly independent Zimbabwe and the
sector program modality chosen for BEST, which
obviated the need for detailed project planning
prior to program approval. The summary descrip-
tion from the authorizing memorandum reads:

The goal of the Basic Education and Skills
Training Sector Assistance Program
(BEST) is to contribute to Zimbabwe’s
economic and social development by pro-
viding additional budgetary resources to
assist the GOZ to implement its planned
program to expand its educational and
employment skills training system with
special emphasis on improving
cost-effectiveness and equity within the
overall system. The program’s resources
will be utilized to support those items and
activities which are expected to contrib-
ute to the reduction of the key constraints
inhibiting the attainment of the
government’s objectives. These con-
straints are (1) limited financial resources,
(2) insufficient numbers of trained teach-
ers, (3) inappropriate instructional cur-
riculum, (4) inefficient/inequitable spatial
allocation of educational/training facilities,
and (5) insufficient planning capacity.
Under this BEST Program grant a total
of US$45 million is expected to be obli-
gated over a three-year period. Of each
$15 million annual tranche, $12 million will
be allocated to a Commodity Import Pro-
gram, which will generate local currency
for use by the GOZ in support of pro-
gram objectives. The balance of $3 mil-
lion in each tranche will be reserved for
foreign exchange costs of U.S. techni-
cal assistance, training, and commodities
needed to support program objectives.

The life of the grant was to be five years
with funding of US$15 million in each of the first
three years, beginning in FY 1983. Implementa-
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tion would take place through three ministries,
the Ministry of Education and Culture, the Min-
istry of Manpower Development and Planning
and the Ministry of Construction. The Ministry
of Finance, Economic Planning, and Develop-
ment coordinated the allocation of funding for
specific projects. The respective ministries pre-
sented budget requests, which were in turn re-
viewed by an interministerial working group with
USAID participation.

Summary of Study Findings
Four factors stand out as critical to BEST’s

overall success:
1. A unique policy context;
2. Program coordination within the Govern-

ment of Zimbabwe;
3. Substantial and flexible program financing;

and
4.   Long-term training and staff development.

Also, the team identified four factors that they
considered major limitations to further success:
1. Lack of long-term support for “soft-finance”

activities;
2. Erosion of climate for innovation as Zimba-

bwe developed a progressively more prudent
planning and management approach;

3. Slower than expected economic growth and
job creation; and

4. Lack of follow-on assistance for external
linkages.

Several aspects of the Zimbabwe experience
differ from the general trends in assistance policy
and from the strategic advice given most coun-
tries for sustainable sector reform:
� Basic education expansion necessitated re-

forms at secondary and tertiary levels.
� Bricks and mortar, commodities, and equip-

ment were major components of assistance.
� Not building schools and reducing subsi-

dies helped Zimbabwe increase access to
education.

� Sustainability was not a priority criterion in
the initial planning, yet it was achieved.

As an addendum to the study, since it is
somewhat outside the scope, the authors com-
ment on some aspects that merit consideration
for further funding, if not by USAID, then by
other entities.

Development Context

Development Context in Zimbabwe, 1983
In 1983 Zimbabwe had only been indepen-

dent for three years. It was still in the process
of setting policies, staffing its new ministries, re-
structuring government, and resolving bitter po-
litical differences that remained from its struggle
for independence, as well as still resettling refu-
gees and ex-combatants.

In 1981 the overall gross domestic product
(GDP) per capita was about US$775, with the
majority black population income at about half
of this figure. The economy was sharply dualis-
tic; whites and foreign investors dominated the
modern sector and accounted for some 96 per-
cent of the GDP. Of the approximately one mil-
lion black African wage-earners in 1981, about
40 percent were employed in low-paying agri-
culture and domestic-service jobs; 40 percent in
mining, manufacturing, and services; and another
16 percent in public services. The exchange rate
in February 1983 was Z$1.03 to US$1. In Janu-
ary 1997 it was Z$10.5 to US$1.

Though it was still recovering from war dam-
ages and the effects of economic embargoes,
Zimbabwe had both substantial agricultural sur-
pluses and a sophisticated and diverse formal
economy that was underutilized due in part to
foreign exchange constraints. The government
was a minor player in the economy, with the
important exception of price controls, currency
regulations, and other restrictions on imports and
repatriation still in place from the sanctions. The
new government was taking steps to improve
income redistribution, such as setting minimum
and maximum wage rates, but was not yet na-
tionalizing or otherwise participating directly in
the economy (though some political leaders of
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the new Zimbabwe were advocating socialist
policies including direct ownership).

The economic outlook beyond 1983 was
problematic. The sharp increases in GDP and
per capita income of 1980 and 1981 were be-
ginning to level off to about the rates of popula-
tion growth (3.5 percent); inflation was begin-
ning to accelerate (17 percent and rising); a se-
rious regional drought was in its second year
and beginning to eliminate the agricultural sur-
pluses; and a worldwide recession was reduc-
ing demand for Zimbabwe’s mineral exports.

Government expenditures were increasing
rapidly, as budget priorities shifted from defense
to social programs, particularly education and
health, and to agricultural and railway subsidies.
Debt increases and international assistance ini-
tially financed these expenditures. In Decem-
ber 1982 the government announced a devalua-
tion, restrictions on further borrowing, and sig-
nificant reductions in consumer subsidies. The
expectation reflected in BEST’s Program As-
sistance Approval Document (PAAD) was that
the next several years would be characterized
by moderating inflation, growing unemployment,
ongoing fiscal discipline, and a continued prior-
ity for social-sector expenditures, particularly
education.

Development Context in Zimbabwe,
Current Picture

Zimbabwe’s economy in 1997 may be in the
best shape since 1981. Given two years of good
rains, Zimbabwe’s agricultural-led economy has
above-average agricultural output, good agricul-
tural prices and exports, continued mining ex-
pansion, and strong consumer-led recovery in
manufacturing distribution, resulting in 7 percent
to 8 percent growth in real GDP. Despite recent
gains, per capita income lags far behind 1981
levels, reflecting inflation and declining currency
values as well as a 3.2 percent population
growth.

In December 1995 Zimbabwe ended its first
five-year Economic Structural Adjustment Pro-
gram (ESAP). The ESAP began a fundamental

reorientation of the economy from the
state-dominated socialism of the country’s first
decade to a more open, market-based economy.
The government made substantial progress in
most areas of its ESAP program, including re-
ducing the budget deficit, liberalizing the trade
regime, eliminating most exchange controls, re-
ducing civil service employment, cutting back
the role of government in the economy, and eas-
ing price, wage, and labor regulations. A
follow-on ESAP will require major reductions in
the civil service, rationalizing recurrent spend-
ing, and radical restructuring or privatizing of
parastatals.

In the 1980s the Zimbabwean government
ran large budget deficits as a major element of
its efforts to redistribute income to the majority
of Zimbabweans who live outside the formal
economy, primarily through sharp spending in-
creases on health and education and in civil ser-
vice hiring. Education (22 percent), defense (11.4
percent), health (9 percent), debt service (7 per-
cent), and higher education (6 percent) are cur-
rently the largest categories of government
spending. Although the government had planned
to lower its budget deficits and debt-service ra-
tio, the 1991 and 1994 droughts forced it to in-
crease its foreign debt. Government budget defi-
cits continue to be 10 percent to 12 percent of
the GDP. As a result, inflation has averaged about
20 percent for the last several years, and inter-
est rates hover in the 35 percent to 42 percent
range, severely constraining investment. More-
over, highly leveraged companies have not been
able to justify investments in new equipment and
plant capacity.

Unemployment is the most significant of
Zimbabwe’s problems. The formal sector job-
less rate is about 36 percent and is growing as
the economy struggles to get back to the real
output levels that were achieved before the
droughts. New jobs created in the dynamic ag-
riculture, tourism, and mining sectors are offset
as the civil service is trimmed (50,000 retrench-
ments), businesses streamline workforces, and
noncompetitive firms close.
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About a quarter of a million school-leavers
enter the labor market annually, and only about
10 percent find employment in the formal sec-
tors of the economy. There is, however, an ap-
parent shortage of skilled workers insofar as the
industrial sector has expressed concern that not
enough young Zimbabweans are receiving tech-
nical training to replace retiring workers or to
meet the demand of new investment. Thus, there
appears to be a serious mismatch between the
output of the education system and the demands
of the economy.

Though this is obviously of great concern,
to educators as well as to employers and oth-
ers, not much creative thinking seems to be
going on about ways to improve the match.
One faction argues for more technical train-
ing but judges that the conventional preservice
approaches would be unaffordable if done at
an increased scale, and in the end, probably
would not provide what employers want. Oth-
ers, including planners in the Ministry of Edu-
cation, recognize that employers want work-
ers with a good foundation of skills and work
disciplines that they can train in their respec-
tive industries. Yet the choices (at least as ex-
pressed in interviews with the team) appear
frozen between two conventional approaches,
without much thought given to a third path.
Better information is needed to determine what
prospective employers actually want and how
workers are expected to function in the chang-
ing economy. Employers need to think about
how differently educated workers can help
them compete in a changing economy.

A key to future growth in Zimbabwe—and
to attracting additional investment—will be im-
proved access to the South African market.
South Africa remains Zimbabwe’s most impor-
tant trading partner, accounting for over 20 per-
cent of total trade. Relations with South Africa,
which despite rhetoric have had a pragmatic his-
tory, are now normalized. Nevertheless, after
four years of on-again, off-again negotiations,
the GOZ has not been able to get its southern
neighbor to renew and extend the bilateral trade

agreement that expired in 1992. Adoption of the
Southern African Development Community trade
protocol should significantly improve Zimbabwe’s
economic outlook.

Education Context

Education Context in Zimbabwe, 1983
Prior to independence, two systems of edu-

cation existed in Zimbabwe. One system was
designed to serve the European, Asian, and
“colored” population; the second system was
designed to serve the African population.
These two systems were different in terms of
quality, number of teachers, facilities, and in-
structional materials, with a clearly inferior
system serving the African population. For
example, all European children were guaran-
teed six years of primary school and four years
of secondary education. By contrast, only
about 35 percent of African children were
enrolled in primary schools in 1980. Less than
a third completed primary, and only 27 per-
cent of those had access to secondary
school—in total, about 2 percent of potential
African students. Moreover, 12 times more
resources were allocated to the European edu-
cation “system” per primary student than to
the African education “system.” In 1980, 1.2
million children were enrolled in primary
school, 75,000 students in secondary school,
and only about 2,000 students at the Univer-
sity of Zimbabwe.

After independence, five different types of
schools had grown out of the two systems. The
government decided to concentrate on the com-
munity-school model as part of its strategy to
redistribute resources and improve access for
all.

� Community schools—privatized public
schools that were located mainly in white
suburbs.

� Group A schools—public schools operated
on a zoning system, including those previ-
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ously reserved for Europeans, Asians, and
colored. Though these schools were “inte-
grated,” they continued to be restrictive due
to the zoning “for residents only.”

� Group B schools—government schools in
the townships that, effectively, were for Af-
ricans only.

� Group C schools—government schools in
communal lands, though in actuality there
were few.

� Private schools—missions, farm schools, and
town and rural council schools. These were
often small and local but enrolled some 80
percent of all schoolchildren. Built with lo-
cal funds and fee-based, they received gov-
ernment grants per student and per teacher.
In effect, these were community schools built
to spread opportunity. The other category of
community schools resulted from a 1979 ef-
fort to make public schools private so as to
maintain their exclusivity.

The first priorities for the government were
to redress the lack of educational opportunities
for African students, to reallocate resources geo-
graphically, and to equalize expenditures across
the different categories of schools by putting all
teachers on the same salary scale and allocat-
ing funds to all schools on a per-student-by-
level-of-education basis. By 1983, Zimbabwe had
a sense of the imperatives that would drive edu-
cation expansion and improvement. These were
based more on policy judgments of a political
nature than on systematic analysis of costs and
management implications, or other aspects of
conventional education planning. In fact, Zim-
babwe lacked most of the essential capacities
for conventional education planning and did not
have the time to conduct an analysis even if it
were motivated to do so. The basic directions
and imperatives were as follows:

� Continue to expand primary education as rap-
idly as possible with the goal of universal
and free schooling for all children.

� Increase access to secondary school so that

all primary leavers could continue three more
years of education (for a total of nine years),
with at least 70 percent moving to the sec-
ondary level by 1984.

� Maintain standards while also making edu-
cation more relevant and less racially biased
than in the previous regime.

� Expand skills training sufficiently to reab-
sorb ex-combatants, meet the needs of a re-
suscitating economy, and provide a tertiary
focus for the expanding school system.

� Reinvigorate the University of Zimbabwe
and other tertiary institutions.

� Meet the teacher supply and other staffing
requirements of the above.

Though the ministry was able to set policy
and act decisively, it lacked essential elements
for education planning, needs assessment, and
setting quantitative goals. The ministry’s plan-
ning unit initially consisted of little more than one
(fortunately, very responsible and capable) per-
son, working with inherited staff from the previ-
ous regime and a few external consultants.

Among the major problems were the follow-
ing:

� Enrollment data were lacking or seriously
unreliable.

� Many schools did not exist (because they
were destroyed or abandoned), and many
that did exist were little more than tempo-
rary shelters, in some cases tents.

� Demographic estimates were little more than
guesswork; no effective census had been
taken in many areas for many years, and the
population was still being resettled.

� Most schools had been budgeted and man-
aged as autonomous entities, and there was
little experience and no operational model
for working with the schools as a system;
for example, there was little agreement on
the budgetary implications of changing sal-
ary scales as the separate systems were inte-
grated and restructured.

� The country as a whole, including the educa-
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tion system, was facing a loss of key staff; this
included African educators who were being
recruited by other sectors as well as Europe-
ans who were opting to leave the country.

� Technical training priorities were difficult to
set because of uncertain job creation and
demand for skilled labor due to a war- and
sanction-damaged economy. It was unknown
which sectors would respond and at what
rates. Further, since the journeyman trades
required apprenticeships, the loss of journey-
men from the economy slowed the acquisi-
tion of skills training for new apprentices.

� The government had yet to fully declare it-
self on major policy issues such as
privatization and land reform, public-private
roles in the provision of services, delegations
to local councils and other entities, or make
key ministry appointments and assign re-
sponsibilities, among other key decisions.

� Donors, on whom much of the implementa-
tion funding and execution would depend,
had not yet declared themselves beyond gen-
eral commitments.

USAID was able to help set a direction sim-
ply because it could move quickly and respon-
sively. This was in part due to the fact that it
already had substantial allocable local currency
from the previous CIPs. The Agency’s influence
was not just in the size of the assistance com-
mitment. In 1982, in the initial planning that led
eventually to the agreements on BEST, USAID
provided some timely and much-needed techni-
cal assistance (using discretionary funding from
the previous CIP program).

First, it commissioned several studies and
background papers that basically pulled together
in accessible and understandable form historical
and socioeconomic information, available data,
and descriptive information on education in Zim-
babwe. These papers, prepared by Francis
Mazhero, appear to have led to a quantum im-
provement in the overall understanding of the
issues among the various actors who had to
make decisions in 1983, including key Zimba-

bwe educators who also lacked current and re-
liable information. They now had more than an-
ecdote, opinion, and ideology with which to guide
their search for workable options.

Second, the CEO/Planning had seen a dem-
onstration of how to use computers to help man-
age education data. USAID responded to the
request for help with database management by
providing a consultant (Kurt Moses of the Acad-
emy for Educational Development) for several
months to work with local staff to develop a re-
lational database and spreadsheet model of the
school system.

Though relatively crude by today’s standards
of systems modeling—basically a large spread-
sheet with few graphics—this early effort helped
make it possible for ministry decision-makers to
estimate the cost implications of various policy
and strategy options (e.g., how to allocate spe-
cialist teachers, how to handle school building,
and how best to manage the transition from the
primary to secondary level). It was suggested in
the PAAD that this relatively modest effort in
the preinvestment phase of assessment and plan-
ning may have had an impact on overall resource
use, cost savings, and eventual outcome as large
as the actual investment itself. Even in hindsight
of 15 years, this appears to have been an ex-
traordinarily cost-effective investment to the
extent that this analysis and model development
(and the associated coaching of the first set of
ministry data-system managers) helped officials
find ways to deal with a seemingly impossible
set of choices. The statistical unit continues to
be called the Computers and Statistics Unit. This
experience suggests that analytic and assess-
ment activities can have assistance value inde-
pendent of the subsequent investments. In at
least some cases USAID may wish to consider
supporting such analytic activities even where
further USAID investment is not contemplated.

Education Context in Zimbabwe, Cur-
rent Impressions

Primary and secondary schools in Zimbabwe
are funded through a combination of government
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expenditures and user fees. Although several
types of private and government schools exist,
with very different facilities, financing for the
recurrent budgets for each type of school is simi-
lar. The government pays all teacher salaries
and contributes a per-pupil grant to each school.
Parents pay tuition fees at all secondary schools.
Most primary and secondary schools are built
privately or by communities. By contrast, most
tertiary institutions—university, teacher, and tech-
nical colleges—are built with government and
donor funds. Tertiary students receive half the
cost of education in the form of a grant and are
given a low-interest loan for the other half. These
policies for financing education have remained
largely unchanged over the decade, except for
some increases in tuition and other fees.

When Zimbabwe gained independence in
1980, 1.2 million children were enrolled in pri-
mary school. Primary school enrollments rose
to 2.28 million children by 1990, and to 2.5 mil-
lion students in 1996, an overall increase of 208
percent. The number of primary schools in-
creased from 3,161 in 1980 to 4,659 in 1996,
while the number of primary schoolteachers in-
creased from 28,455 in 1980 to 64,571 in 1996.
The increase in the number of primary teachers
reduced the average pupil-teacher ratio from
1:43.4 in 1980 to 1:38.7 in 1996.

The team did not see disaggregated data by
gender on the enrollment and completion pat-
terns. It was informed that there is almost an
equal participation rate for girls in primary
schools, with girls a small majority of those com-
pleting (reportedly 52 percent). The participa-
tion of girls in secondary education is about 42
percent, which has remained constant over the
decade. At the secondary level about 36 per-
cent of the leavers are female (if true, this indi-
cates that the problem of female enrollment is
largely due to either dropping out or not enroll-
ing at this level); and the percentage of enroll-
ment at the tertiary level is about the same, 26
percent to 31 percent typically.

The secondary level experienced even more
dramatic increases in enrollments. In 1980 only

74,321 students were enrolled in secondary
school, but by 1996 secondary school enrollments
rose to 760,576, more than a tenfold increase.
Over the same period, the number of secondary
school teachers increased from 3,730 in 1980 to
27,983 in 1996. The rapid rise in secondary school
enrollments and secondary school teachers is
nothing short of phenomenal and represents one
of the most significant achievements of the Gov-
ernment of Zimbabwe since its independence.
The achievement is even more astounding given
the magnitude of school construction necessary,
and given that most of the increase (85 percent)
occurred before 1990.

Although data were not readily available on
Zimbabwe’s public and private tertiary educa-
tion system,1 it is quite evident that higher edu-
cation enrollments have increased dramatically.
Many of the institutions of higher education did
not exist before independence, and some of the
institutions, such as the University of Zimbabwe,
have quadrupled their enrollments since inde-
pendence. Teacher training capacity has in-
creased dramatically as have technical training
capacities. In 1983 tertiary technical training only
took place in Harare and Bulawayo. By the end
of the decade, certificate programs existed in
six other cities. The university, after doing rela-
tively little in this area during the 1980s, is now
moving toward an open university system with
more extensive use of distance education, me-
dia, and off-campus instruction. BEST also
helped expand capacity and raise the status of
what is now the National University of Science
and Technology (NUST) in Bulawayo. The de-
velopment technology unit at NUST was cited
in interviews as a particular strength.

The University of Zimbabwe also has trans-
formed and reoriented itself from an elite insti-
tution modeled on British universities to one
modeled on U.S. institutions with elements of
extension, community college, master’s degrees

1 At the time of this study, a report had just been
completed but had not yet been cleared or released
to the team.
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and professional development programs, a teach-
ing farm, and professional journals such as the
Zimbabwe Journal of Education Research. It
also has greatly expanded opportunities for
women, who now account for half of the
master’s candidates and some 35 percent of the
students in agriculture sciences. Similar changes
are observable at other tertiary institutions such
as Belvedere. These changes have more to do
with ZIMMAN and ZASA impacts than with
BEST, but they also are part of the changes in
the culture of tertiary institutions that necessar-
ily accompany the government’s commitment to
expanding the secondary level thus creating pres-
sures for expanded opportunity at higher levels.

In 1983-84, a typical student could enter uni-
versity with as little as three or four points out of
15 possible “A”-level points (each of the three
“A” levels has a potential of five points). Now,
the typical cutoff point is 10 or 11 points, and 13
points or more for the more competitive fields
such as law and medicine. There is some affir-
mative action on the entry scores, with women,
older students (women over 25 and men over
30), and the physically handicapped being ac-
cepted with a one-point advantage for BA/B.Sc.,
but not in the professional schools. The Univer-
sity of Zimbabwe receives 11,000 to 15,000 ap-
plications annually. Of that number, about 7,000
qualify with at least 10 or 11 points, and of those
only 2,500 are accepted.

The Government of Zimbabwe should be
congratulated for its heroic effort to extend edu-
cational opportunities across the nation. There
are, however, some lingering problems. For ex-
ample, at the primary-school level the drop-out
rate is a concern—only about 80 percent of the
age group reaches grade 7. Only about 70 per-
cent of all students proceed to the secondary
level. Rural and isolated areas have fewer sup-
plies and more untrained teachers, since trained
teachers prefer to work in more urban areas.
Because there is a substantial internal migration
toward urban areas, the pupil-teacher ratio in
urban areas often is 45 or 50 to one. Achieve-
ment rates, measured by examination scores, rose

initially after independence but declined mark-
edly in math and English; median scores have
remained fairly constant over the past decade.
On the other hand, the University of Zimbabwe
admission standards have improved substantially,
and there are many more qualified applicants
than positions.

It appears that two school systems continue
to be in effect, one relatively advantaged and
high performing and one less well staffed, more
crowded, and lower in achievement scores. How-
ever, the duality is no longer mainly on racial
lines (though European children are mostly in
the better schools), and both good and poor
schools are now spread geographically through-
out the country.

The team did not get a clear sense of Zim-
babwean priorities for further reform and next
steps, in part because of the limited time avail-
able to explore the question. The team’s general
impression was of an apparent absence of co-
herent macroplanning and associated data gath-
ering and reporting. When asked for relevant
reports or studies or long-term planning sce-
narios, the team got little response other than
statistical summaries of current programs and
statements of concern about budget constraints
and current mismatches between rhetoric and
performance.

The team was struck by the apparent lack
of a systematic or sustained program for educa-
tion research focused on improving instructional
effectiveness or even exploring the causes of
low achievement. The examinations council un-
dertakes, apparently on its own initiative, some
analyses of examination results to identify weak-
nesses and possible explanations. Quantitative
studies are conducted to determine teacher quali-
fications and the availability of materials and other
inputs. The Curriculum Development Unit
(which the team visited but did not interview at
length) appears focused on content, and the
workshops (for experimentation and materials
development) at the National Education Service
Center appeared underutilized. The Zimbabwe
Journal of Education Research at the Univer-
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sity of Zimbabwe continues to publish, with a
very modest circulation of about 400 per bien-
nial issue, but these are mostly monographs and
individual pieces of research. Zimbabwe par-
ticipated in a regional study of reading outcomes
in 1990, which was mentioned in several inter-
views, but neither follow-up nor further studies
and international comparisons seem to be
planned.

An interview with ministry planners revealed
that they were aware that employers and par-
ents had a different opinion about what consti-
tutes a quality education and, therefore, want a
different output from the schools. However, no
interest was expressed in studying such views
further, apparently since their planning mandate
was focused on the achievement of ministry
quantitative objectives and on specifying bud-
getary and staffing requirements and options for
service delivery. Also, the planning unit in the
Ministry of Education had been downgraded
from a division to a section of a division, which
effectively meant that it had neither mandate
nor staff, budget nor invite to raise questions
about decisions made at higher levels and in other
divisions.

Strategic Issues and Choices for
Zimbabwe

Quantitative Choices
Perhaps the key policy choice of the early

1980s was to expand the secondary level as rap-
idly as possible, aiming for nine years of school-
ing as the standard for all students and for a 70
percent transition rate from the primary level
almost immediately. From this decision flowed
ZIMTEC, the Zimbabwe Teacher Education pro-
gram, and ZIMSCI, the Zimbabwe Science Edu-
cation program, as well as the decision to focus
on community school building and rely more on
an academic secondary model than a technical/
vocational emphasis. It also put qualitative as
well as quantitative pressure on the tertiary in-
stitutions to expand and diversify. Opportunities

for students in rural areas and for women would
have to expand rapidly. Teacher training would
have to expand, and more technical training
would have to be offered at the tertiary level.
All of this would have to be accomplished within
tight budgets and even tighter time frames.

The tertiary institutions were key both to the
financial and staffing feasibility of plans at the other
education levels and to the linkages between the
overall education and training systems and the
changing institutional and marketplace needs of the
new Zimbabwe. It was, therefore, important for
BEST to include tertiary institutions, even though
the program was justified mainly in terms of the
expansion and reorientation of primary and sec-
ondary education. This was recognized early by
analysts such as Mazhero. “In years ahead, whether
Zimbabwe succeeds or fails in the education sec-
tor will largely depend on what happens at the sec-
ondary and post-secondary levels. It is at these
levels where the per student costs are highest and
the closer ties between education and work exist.”

Though much analytic input to conventional
planning was lacking, there had been consider-
able debate well before independence about the
policy choices. Key people spent years in Zam-
bia, Tanzania, and elsewhere and were deter-
mined not to make the same mistakes with re-
spect to financing, management, and delivery
systems. They also were determined to do at
least as well as the previous regime in terms of
quality and standards. In effect, the standards
of the advantaged schools in the previous un-
equal system became the benchmark for creat-
ing standards for the new system. Standards now
would be applied without discrimination. There
would be compensatory efforts to bring disad-
vantaged schools up to standard. There could
be changes in content and in the patterns of
school expansion and training programs, but there
would not be compromises on the technical qual-
ity or levels, international comparability, or even
selectivity.

Some wanted to move fast on a more radi-
cal reform of exams and localization. Others,
though, experienced situations where quantita-
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tive goals had been associated with a precipi-
tous decline in quality and severe management
problems. They urged caution, placing higher
priority on building confidence in the country’s
standards, using comparability as a measure of
progress for the education reforms. Perhaps for-
tuitously, Zimbabwe did not have its own staff
of examiners and exam development teams,
which meant it would have to live with an exter-
nal examiner for a while. The ministry did move
to localize the setting and marking of exams,
however, saving millions of dollars in the pro-
cess. Under BEST, USAID helped provide a
building and scanners for processing and mark-
ing exams.

The financial database and spreadsheet model
helped the new team find affordable ways to
increase the rate of expansion without adversely
affecting academic standards. For example,
many of the schools serving the European and
Asian communities were run virtually as coun-
try clubs, in some cases with more grounds-
keepers and maintenance staff than instructional
faculty, and nearly all the secondary schools for
Africans were boarding schools. Almost all of
the new community-built schools would be day
schools. By using the staffing ratios and salary
scales of the primary schools, an affordable op-
tion was found for accelerating secondary edu-
cation.

Another strategic choice of major conse-
quence for the rate of expansion was the deci-
sion not to build more government schools. The
new team had some experience devising
low-budget, ad hoc education programs in refu-
gee camps and other “bush school” environments,
and they had some specific ideas on what they
wanted to do with curriculum, teacher training,
and other policy-driven education reforms. How-
ever, they had little or no experience with con-
struction. USAID and some other donors helped
with construction of technical training and
teacher training facilities at the tertiary level.
Under BEST, buildings were provided for the
National Education Service Center, Curriculum
Development Unit, examinations council, and

other key parts of the infrastructure. The Gov-
ernment of Zimbabwe built very few schools or
other education facilities using its own funds.
As a result, the central ministry bureaucracy did
not grow as fat as in other countries, and Zim-
babwe appears not to have had the problems
other countries do in terms of contract abuses
and corruption in school building.

The government decided communities would
be responsible for building all secondary schools.
District councils, created the same month this
decision was made, provided oversight. The rea-
sons were partly that the government had nei-
ther the funds nor the management and con-
tracting expertise to implement a school-build-
ing program. However, it also appears to have
been a conscious choice, consistent with a spirit
of self-sufficiency, to look to the communities to
take the initiative and avoid having the govern-
ment be the provider of everything that was
needed. The government was to help with plan-
ning and inspection and provide teachers, mate-
rials, and other logistical support, but it would
not build or manage the schools themselves.

Mazhero summed up the thinking of at least
some at the time. “There is no intrinsic reason
why the provision of education should be free
anymore than provision of medical care. The
government should pursue selective policies of
educational subsidizing and not ‘across-the-
board’ funding. In its rush to provide ‘free edu-
cation’ on an extensive scale, the government
not only funds the more affluent segments of
the population, but it also turns off the very source
of self-help and cooperative effort that are at
the heart of self-reliance.”

In the few instances where the government
did try to provide for the students (such as giv-
ing start-up funds to ex-combatants to obtain land
and equipment), it proved to be a mistake that
led to waste and poor incentives for the benefi-
ciaries. Direct subsidies were abandoned in fa-
vor of loan programs, increased technical assis-
tance, and ongoing training.

Many of the new schools were started—of-
ten restarted—in abandoned and underutilized
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buildings. Others used tents and prefabricated
classroom units. In other cases, the students built
their own accommodations and classrooms. In
some areas, local companies helped with the
construction and refurbishment of buildings. Sev-
eral of the teacher colleges were expanded sec-
ondary schools. For example, Morgan ZIMTEC
was a boarding school for colored students, and
Mutare ZIMTEC was a small Catholic school
initially rented then sold to the government.

In any case, primary enrollment had already
tripled by the time BEST started, and the high-
est priorities were to accelerate teacher training
and to accommodate the secondary enrollment
demand that resulted from the rapid expansion
of primary schooling. Communities were build-
ing secondary schools faster than the ministry
could provide teachers and other support. Ex-
pansion went from very limited secondary ca-
pacity of any kind for African students in 1980
to about one secondary day school for every
five primary schools in 1983 to about one sec-
ondary day school for every three primary
schools at the end of the decade. In the short
term, this overbuilding led to serious problems
of providing enough staff and maintaining stan-
dards on content. Longer-term problems included
demand for maintenance, physical quality im-
provement, and some underutilization of schools.
As populations shifted geographically, some
schools grew, and qualitative differences among
schools became more acknowledged.

Qualitative Choices
The public demand for rapid primary expan-

sion and universal access was simply accepted
without much planning. Children were to be en-
rolled, somehow; the ministry would find the
teachers, somehow; and it was up to the com-
munities, somehow, to find somewhere for the
children to be taught. It was hoped that the sec-
ondary-level expansion could be planned more
rationally and incrementally. The strategy was
to use 1981 to make plans, restructure the min-
istry, and get the primary expansion under way.
Then in 1982 a major push would be made for

secondary expansion—begin with 177 second-
aries and plan to add 400 in 1982 and about 60
per year thereafter. This plan proved impossible
to maintain. The combination of the
government’s unwillingness to oppose public
demand for expansion and its inability to restrain
communities from building their own schools
meant that secondary capacity expanded much
faster than predicted or desired. Rather than an
expansion of 60 a year, secondary schools con-
tinued to be built at the rate of about 400 per
year in 1983, 1984, and 1985. By 1984 there
were some 1,500 new secondary schools, mostly
very small, poorly built, and ill-equipped, and the
government faced the enormously difficult task
of meeting its commitment to provide teachers,
texts, and other materials for the schools. To
meet this commitment at the same time that it
was expected to reform teaching, revise con-
tent, and generate new materials was viewed
by external experts and by many in the new gov-
ernment as nearly impossible.

Two decisions helped impose some qualita-
tive discipline on this expansion. The first was
the decision to limit sixth-form expansion to 100
schools. Of these, 28 were targeted as techni-
cal high schools with technology labs, boarding,
and new buildings. Though few restrictions were
placed on the expansion through form five, ac-
cess to form six was an important qualitative as
well as quantitative gateway for those aspiring
to further education. Sixth form continues to be
limited and selective, enrolling in 1996 only about
11,000 out of the 142,000 students completing
the secondary level in 1995; virtually all of those
in upper secondary aspire to and expect to con-
tinue their education at the tertiary level.

A second, related decision was a ministerial
decree that threatened to close schools not meet-
ing the minimum standards. Though the threat
was not really enforced (and may never have
intended to be), the effect was to put some ini-
tially very modest standards in place (a mini-
mum number of classrooms, housing for teach-
ers, water, and sanitation) that could be expanded
and refined over time. The need to meet such
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standards appears to have been one of the fac-
tors slowing the expansion from 1985 onward; a
slowdown in demand was another.

ZIMSCI and ZIMTEC
Two major innovations helped address the

quantitative problems of expansion while en-
abling qualitative standards to be maintained rea-
sonably well. The first was a decision to shift
standard 7 to the primary cycle and to devise a
way of teaching science in standard primary
schools without labs or other specialized facili-
ties. Since the government managed the primary
schools directly, it could take steps to add class-
rooms and staff as needed. Further, as primary
school teachers were on a different salary scale,
the costs were lower if the class was switched
to the primary level. The major technical inno-
vation was a well-designed metal cupboard
equipped with all the materials, including
consumables, needed for standard 7 science, ac-
companied by modular instructional materials and
teacher guides. This package, complemented by
in-service training for primary teachers using the
materials, came to be known as ZIMSCI and
has since been replicated in a number of other
countries.2 USAID had no role in developing the
initial ZIMSCI approach, which was almost en-
tirely the work of Zimbabwean educators, but
BEST resources were used to produce materi-
als and improve some of the modules as part of
the ongoing curriculum development work.

The issue of academic standards was raised
in many of the interviews, and it is obviously a
continuing concern and a dilemma for those who
want to support reform and those who want to
maintain selectivity. For example, it is understood
that science education needs to move in the di-
rection of integrated science, with more atten-
tion given to collaboration, exploration, and prob-
lem solving and less to rote learning of curricu-
lum for purposes of passing exams. However,
some form of objective selection criteria is
needed as is some basis for international com-
parison, both to validate national standards and
to ensure that those who wish to study outside
the country can qualify to do so. Since close to
half of the students completing “A” levels do in
fact study outside of Zimbabwe, at least for brief
periods of time, this is a significant concern. As
a result, the government probably would be re-
ceptive to an internationally supported effort to
develop new examinations or other assessment
instruments consistent with new approaches to
integrated, problem-based science and validated
regionally and internationally as meeting clearly
understood standards and criteria. This probably
is the case in other fields as well.

A second innovation, driven by the need to
expand teaching staff quickly, was the ZIMTEC
program for training teachers. ZIMTEC re-
placed the previous practice of preservice, post-
secondary training for three years, accompanied
by some practice teaching. The new approach
put apprentice teachers into the classroom as
supervised teachers in their second year, and
they returned for further training in their third
year. Teachers were placed into the classroom
more quickly, thereby ensuring that their addi-
tional year of formal training was based on some
significant practical experience. It also increased
the effective capacity of the teacher colleges
by a third. An additional benefit was that the
practice teaching, which normally took place in
schools nearby the teacher colleges, was now
occurring in rural schools, too. Supervisors as
well as apprentice teachers now have a better
grasp of the more typical realities of teaching in

2 The Dean of Science commented that preparation
in science continues to be poor and that part of the
problem may be the reliance on kits and prepared
modules, combined with undertrained teachers. He
was apparently talking about preparation of
university students, but he also suggested that at
all levels it would be better to have better prepared
teachers and smaller, more flexible classes in which
young scientists can “learn to play with stuff.” He
thought the best of the schools, including public as
well as private examples, are comparable to (or
better than) most schools in Europe and the United
States, and the equipment and teacher competen-
cies are gradually getting better. However, many of
the schools in the countryside are very bad.
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Zimbabwe.

Technical Teacher Training
Belvedere Technical Teacher Training Col-

lege, built with USAID assistance, contributed
to the alleviation of staff shortages and improved
the quality of technical training. Belvedere is a
good example of a number of the general points
made elsewhere in this review. USAID built the
school using resources under an earlier CIP,
though it is generally considered to be a BEST
activity. The physical building is still, 13 years
later, well kept and sound, indicating the quality
of the initial construction. Belvedere has grown
substantially, and it has changed over time as
the demands for training in new areas have
grown, as the quality of students entering has
changed, and as it has responded to critical judg-
ments made in reviews of its programs. Belved-
ere is one of the few schools from any country
known to team members that successfully trains
technical teachers through preservice training.

Until 1991-92, the Belvedere curriculum was
as follows: the first year consisted of technical train-
ing plus education courses; the second year super-
vised practice teaching; the third year further
coursework and practicums at the college; and the
fourth year teaching apprenticeships. This teach-
ing apprenticeship pattern was similar to the one
used in the ZIMTEC programs. However, the con-
tent expertise at Belvedere was weak, which was
also probably the case in the ZIMTEC program.
Employers considered teachers to be “half baked”
in terms of their technical skills and their knowl-
edge of relevant industries and did not believe they
could teach effectively as early as the second year.
An assessment in 1990 conducted by the Higher
Education Examinations Committee, with some
technical support on planning and assessment
through IIEP, led to recommendations on the ratio-
nalization of vocational and technical education in
Zimbabwe.

Belvedere has implemented most of the rec-
ommendations and has gone beyond them in
forming advisory councils and partnerships with
targeted industries such as clothing and textiles,

hotel and catering, and wood technologies. Stu-
dents at Belvedere now specialize in a technical
field first; education coursework comes later.
The students spend eight months employed in
the industry in their second year and receive an
allowance paid through the Zimbabwe Devel-
opment Fund (or by the employer in lieu of pay-
ments to the fund). Apprenticeship teaching be-
gins in the third year. The program appears to
be sufficiently successful in raising the techni-
cal skills of prospective teachers, so much so
that some are reevaluating their choices and are
looking to careers in industry rather than in the
schools.

Belvedere’s experience of quality improve-
ment is an example of the successful institution-
alization of an ongoing consultation, reassess-
ment, and restructuring process. Further, it is one
of many examples of effective partnerships
among the schools and the relevant private sec-
tor. The experience also shows how assessment
exercises using research and consultation can
drive a reexamination of education policies and
models. The Zimbabwe environment appears
open to using such assessment and consultation
to good effect, but discretionary funding within
the public sector in Zimbabwe does not appear
to be available for sustaining such assessments.
With some exceptions, such as Germany’s
Deutsche Gesellschaft für Technische
Zusammenarbeit, flexibly programmed external
funding like that provided under BEST is no
longer available. (The above assessment was
not funded under BEST and the restructuring of
Belvedere’s program was done after USAID
support ended.)

Commentary on Strategy Choices
The above decisions made from 1983 through

1985, when BEST was in the planning and early
implementation stages, were well conceived and
probably would have been adequate to address
the quantitative expansion without significant loss
of quality at least through 1988 (when the sec-
ondary intake of 1984 would begin to complete
the mandatory basic-education cycle of nine
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years). However, the government overrode the
ministry in 1986 and decided to make basic edu-
cation extend 11 years. This decision was made
largely on political grounds. One of the issues in
the national election of 1985 was whether ac-
cess to “O” level education (completion of stan-
dard 5) was to be used as a barrier or rationing
device for access to tertiary education and other
opportunities. Clearly, Zimbabwe could not af-
ford 11 years of basic education, which would
greatly stretch available financial, management,
and teacher-staffing resources. Yet, equally
clearly, Zimbabwe could not have afforded the
expansion of 1982–85, and prudent education
planners did not recommend that they do so un-
til they had addressed the capacity problems and
ensured the sustainability of finance and other
support.

So, planning continued to be guided as much
by political imperatives and categorical decisions
as by education-planning expertise and targeted
resource allocations. Predictably, this led to an-
other difficult period of implementation and some
chaos and criticism, but it also led to the situa-
tion today where essentially all Zimbabweans
who wish to continue through the “O” levels have
the opportunity to do so. Further, though quality
as measured by pass rates and scores is not
nearly as high or as consistent as desirable, it
does not appear to have gone down. Of some
250,000 students now taking the “O” levels an-
nually, about one-third are reported to obtain five
passes, another third one to four passes, and the
rest fail everything. At the low end of this per-
formance, there are obvious reasons for con-
cern. However, the major political and public-
policy problem is that only about 14,000 new
places are available annually for students wish-
ing to continue their education at the tertiary level.

Though educated unemployment is a concern,
some interviewees did not view this entirely as
a problem. One suggested that the surplus may
be good. If students are well trained, they will
find their way and open up new fields and op-
portunities. Another suggested that the training
was in some cases better than working condi-

tions (for example, nursing) and that rather than
reduce the numbers trained, the emphasis should
be on improving working conditions and raising
standards in the relevant industries. A third in-
terviewee suggested that there was inadequate
support for ongoing research, technological
change, and new initiatives in the employing sec-
tors. If the employers are only staffing in slowly
changing industries whose technology is current,
it is likely that there will continue to be a short-
age of some skills as well as a significant sur-
plus of applicants. If the workplace is in fact
adaptable and changing, then well-educated per-
sonnel should be able to adjust and learn new
approaches.

As an aside, it was remarkable that none of
the people interviewed talked about the chang-
ing technology environment and how that might
affect either the demand for educated, adapt-
able workers and workers with information-tech-
nology skills, or the demand for new education
approaches and emphases. The need for such a
dialogue seemed obvious to the team members.
Undoubtedly, some people are concerned about
these changes, yet this topic did not figure promi-
nently in any of the interviews with some 40
people. Rather, when pressed on technical skill
priorities, agriculture skills, accountancy and re-
lated business skills, engineering, and skilled pro-
fessions such as nursing were mentioned.

Strategic Issues and Choices for
USAID

USAID Objectives and Investment
Priorities

As of 1983, agencywide USAID priorities
included policy reform and government restruc-
turing; reliance on the private sector and market
mechanisms; institutional development; and tech-
nology transfer. In addition, USAID/Zimbabwe,
which had grown rapidly as a new mission, was
under some pressure to demonstrate that a $75
million portfolio could be managed by six direct-
hire staff. Thus, independent of the specifics of
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the education-sector requirements, an NPA ap-
proach was attractive, particularly if it supported
policy reform, institutional development, market
mechanisms, technical training, and technical
innovations. Other advantages of the approach
included the prominent roles given the private
sector and communities and the fact that USAID
did not need to directly manage the implementa-
tion.

The strategy implicit in the distribution of
BEST funds and other USAID sector support
had several objectives that included the follow-
ing:

� Improve the quality and quantity of instruc-
tors through participant training, staff devel-
opment, and construction of technical and
teacher colleges.

� Expand the education sector’s capacity to
produce better-qualified entrants into the
workforce through the construction of tech-
nical colleges and universities.

� Improve the quality of workforce entrants
through more appropriate curriculum related
to tertiary-level skills.

� Improve the quality of primary- and second-
ary-level foundation skills through the de-
velopment and distribution of technical
equipment and kits.

� Improve the capacity of the educational
system’s managers to plan and manage the
education system through computerization of
s e l e c t e d
managerial
f u n c t i o n s ,
part icipant
training, and
staff devel-
opment.

Taken from
the final report,
the BEST re-
sources (com-
bined foreign and
local currency

value of US$45 million or Z$65 million) were
distributed as indicated on the charts below and
at right.

From 1985 to 1988, BEST provided approxi-
mately 25 percent of the Government of
Zimbabwe’s capital budget for education. BEST
foreign currency resources totaled US$15.4 mil-
lion. Of that amount, 68 percent went toward
technical-assistance support, primarily opera-

tional experts
(OPEX) at the
Harare Institute of
T e c h n o l o g y ,
Bulawayo Poly-
technic (now the
National University
of Science and
Technology), and
the University of
Zimbabwe. Some
26 percent went
toward commodi-
ties, including mini-

1. Postsecondary institutional sup-
port (MOHE/MOE) — Z$36.2 mil-
lion
Construction 59 percent
Operational experts 39 percent
Equipment 1 percent
Staff development 1 percent

2. Primary and Secondary Educa-
tion — Z$28.4 million
Construction 30 percent
Equipment 33.4 percent
Learning resources 31 percent
Staff development 5 percent

3. Participant training — Z$.9 million
Not specified .5 percent

Total — Z$65.5 million

 Distribution by level of schooling

Category Amount     Percent

Construction Z$29.8 million 44

Operational experts   $14.0 21

Equipment   $10.0 15

Learning resources   $ 8.8 13

Staff development   $ 3 .0 5

Contractor fee   $ 2.0  3

Total Z$67.6 million 101
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and micro-computers, software, and equipment
for the examinations branch. Training took up 6
percent and went toward four long-term train-
ing initiatives and provided short-term training in
the United States for 70 participants. The local
currency portion totaled Z$45 million. Of that
amount, 61 percent was spent on construction
at Belvedere Technical Teachers College,
Mutare Technical College, Masvingo Technical
College, and Harare Institute of Technology.
Commodities, which included educational mate-
rials and technical kits, took up 27 percent of the
local currency portion, and 1 percent went to-
ward staff training and technical assistance.

Due to reallocation through the CIP mecha-
nism, the local currency portion of BEST also 1)
provided the Zimbabwean private sector with
access to scarce foreign currency; 2) helped
jump-start the economy by providing access to
spare parts and other commodities that were lim-
ited by sanctions and foreign-exchange restric-
tions; and 3) helped reinforce the reliance on
the private sector and on market mechanisms
(e.g., the foreign-exchange auction) as the ba-
sis for economic policy. BEST CIP funding gen-
erated over Z$45 million for the education sec-
tor, and the private sector used all but
US$200,000.

USAID Modalities and Implementation
Choices

Aside from the unavoidable technical debates
about sectoral strategy, subsector priorities, and
the appropriateness and feasibility of various
quantitative objectives, a number of USAID stra-
tegic decisions on modalities helped shape the
overall effort, including decisions by the respec-
tive ministries. The most important decisions
appear to have been CIP disbursements for 80
percent of the funds; host-country contracting;
and a decision to proceed on the strength of the
agreed-upon objectives.

CIP Disbursement for 80 Percent of
Funds

This reinforced important economic policy-

reform goals with respect to setting the currency
exchange price at auction and ensuring funds
went to the private sector. It also brought the
Ministry of Finance directly into the process of
providing funds for education-sector activities.
This in turn helped ensure that 1) the Ministry of
Finance would play a fiduciary role in allocation
of funds; 2) the funds would in fact be allocated
to education-sector uses; and 3) the assump-
tions underlying BEST regarding the budgetary
priority for education would be respected.

Though USAID was concerned about hav-
ing enough transparency in the decision-making
and allocation process so it could use the condi-
tionality of the NPA approach, it appears that
similar concerns operated within the Govern-
ment of Zimbabwe. The Ministry of Finance was
supportive of making education a high priority,
but it needed to be reassured that its emphasis
would yield results. The ministry hosted the
interministerial BEST Working Group and could
see that the allocations were being made on the
basis of a clearly thought-out strategy and seri-
ous purpose (though not always with the ana-
lytical detail that some wanted). The fact that
the decisions were also consistent with long-range
investment objectives of the respective minis-
tries and the Public Sector Investment Program
helped reinforce the commitment to maintain the
budget priority. It is not possible to prove cau-
sality, but Zimbabwe did maintain an unusually
high budget priority for education, technical train-
ing , and higher education throughout the de-
cade, even during difficult economic periods.
Today it continues to have one of the highest
public budget investment priorities of any coun-
try in the world, with 20 percent of the budget
earmarked for schools and another 6 percent
for higher education.

Host-Country Contracting
BEST was one of the first major programs

to use host-country contracting procedures. The
decision to use a host-country contract helped
both to institutionalize specific management prac-
tices and to reinforce the fact that USAID con-
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sidered the BEST assistance package to be
Zimbabwe’s to allocate as it saw fit.

This was one of the first experiences with
external contracting for the new ministry. Since
the government treated the resources as allo-
cable, host-country contracting appears to have
helped Zimbabwe ask hard questions about what
it really needed. In some cases it was concluded
that no assistance was needed. Had the con-
tracting been done more conventionally, there
likely would have been a strong incentive to top
up the requests and seek all the assistance avail-
able. Knowing that any funds saved from one
area would be available for other uses led to a
very disciplined approach to program design.

For example, decision-makers were reluc-
tant to hire external experts and to use funds for
external training. When external experts were
needed, they were not employed as advisors to
technical assistance personnel but as operational
personnel assigned to positions in government
institutions, to fill university faculty positions, and
otherwise used as operational-expert personnel.
The receiving institution had no incentive to use
OPEX personnel other than filling an opening
for a scarce skill. OPEX personnel received the
same salary a Zimbabwean citizen would have
received for the position, along with housing and
other normal emoluments. Though they had their
salary topped up for the costs required to recruit
the candidates, none of the hosting institutions
received any additional funds.

This arrangement appears to have caused a
number of misunderstandings and contract dis-
putes while the contract was in place. The con-
tractor, and many of the OPEX personnel, con-
sidered the positions to be technical assistance
in nature and looked for counterparts and op-
portunities to provide advice. Zimbabwean su-
pervisors considered these hires more or less
the same as other appointed personnel, albeit
personnel with particular expertise. Though the
distinction was clear at the beginning, it appears
to have gotten blurred by the time of the mid-
program evaluation, at which time the effective-
ness of OPEX personnel was being assessed

by USAID in terms of mentoring counterparts
and other impacts, something that does not ap-
pear to have been intended or expected on the
Zimbabwe side. In the meantime, relatively few
“counterparts” were sent for training, though
Zimbabwe had sent many other staff for train-
ing under the ZIMMAN program and with other
funds.

A Decision to Proceed on the Strength
of the Agreed-Upon Objectives

USAID and the Government of Zimbabwe
had no major disagreements at the policy-objec-
tives level, though in many areas there was deep
skepticism about feasibility and a shared aware-
ness that some aspects might not work as
planned. The PAAD is unusually candid about
many of the expected problems. USAID was
aware of the probable slowing of the economy
and the likelihood of budget cutbacks, and it ex-
pected that problems of surplus school-leavers
would begin to show up by 1988. Yet it elected
to approve the PAAD and proceed anyway. As
the PAAD stated, “The most difficult period of
our policy dialogue lies ahead. These discussions
will make a clear distinction between educational
policy goals and objectives and the mechanisms
and cost implications of attaining them. USAID’s
role is to assist in evaluating and altering the
mechanisms, not to argue with the underlying
objectives and goals. This separation is critical
to the success of our policy dialogue.”

Several of those interviewed remarked that
USAID’s willingness to proceed despite being
aware of serious problems regarding implemen-
tation was important because it gave the new
teams confidence to tackle the problems. Zim-
babwe did attempt some reforms that were
larger and more aggressive than any country had
previously attempted, and over the next decade,
in spite of problems, it accomplished most of
what it set out to do.
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BEST Impacts and Implementation
Lessons

Capacity Building under BEST
BEST activities helped make possible the

rapid expansion of secondary and tertiary edu-
cation, and it improved the delivery of primary
education. However, it is not realistic to claim
that BEST alone was responsible for qualitative
or quantitative increases in education. BEST’s
basic roles were to promote innovation in cur-
ricula and learning resources, to improve the
management of the education system, to local-
ize examinations, to train teachers, and to pro-
vide general budgetary support for infrastruc-
ture development. The following areas are those
in which BEST clearly had an impact.

Expanded Teacher-Training Capacities
Prior to independence, only one teacher edu-

cation college prepared teachers at the African
schools for secondary-level instruction, and only
two teacher training colleges prepared primary-
level instructors. Since independence, more than
40,000 teachers have graduated from teacher
education colleges in Zimbabwe. More than 25
percent of all secondary teachers attended
Belvedere Technical Teachers College, a recipi-
ent of USAID construction and equipment funds.
BEST resources also were used to improve the
training, utilization, and motivation of teachers
and other education staff, including technicians,
analysts, and supervisors in regional and district
education centers, computer centers, examina-
tions branches, and curriculum units. In sum,
BEST contributed appreciably to the
government’s efforts to increase the number of
qualified teachers, improve the ability of teach-
ers to deliver technically competent training, and
improve the utilization of other personnel essen-
tial to the improvement of education in Zimba-
bwe.

Sustaining the Curriculum and Learning
Innovations

USAID sector assistance, under BEST with

funding from the previous CIP, provided support
for the construction of the Curriculum Develop-
ment Unit (CDU), secondary-school technical
kits, and distance-learning materials. The kits
were produced and distributed to more than 660
schools in rural and urban areas in an effort to
counter the academic bias of the curriculum and
provide basic skills for employment. The dis-
tance-learning project provided materials to mini-
mally qualified teachers at the primary and sec-
ondary levels. ZIMSCI, an additional USAID–
supported curriculum project, provided simple,
cost-effective laboratory kits and teacher-stu-
dent manuals to poorly equipped schools.

All these activities moved the curriculum
materials much closer to Zimbabwe’s sociocul-
tural context. The projects made minimally quali-
fied teachers more effective and gave many
more schools some basic, usable texts and ma-
terials where they would otherwise have had
little or none. Finally, the materials made the cur-
riculum more relevant to the work world and
provided a more hands-on approach that better
equipped students with some of the skills neces-
sary for employment.

It was not possible to make an in-depth as-
sessment of the long-term impact of these ap-
proaches. The ZIMSCI approach continues to
be used, although the technology kits have not
continued. Although the CDU still exists, the Na-
tional Education Service Center facility appeared
to be underutilized, with a modest library of
somewhat outdated materials (reflecting an in-
adequate acquisitions budget) and unused work-
shops. Several of those interviewed felt CDU’s
academic bias prevented it from making progress
on integrating more practical vocational training
into the overall curricula.

Distance learning and the use of media in edu-
cation generally appear to have caught on slower
than expected during the 1980s. Now these ap-
proaches seem to be getting some attention both at
the university level and the secondary level, includ-
ing follow-on adult education and skills training pro-
grams. However, the team got the impression that
this work is relatively conventional and conducted
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without much of a research base. For example,
there is no active effort to survey consumer de-
mand for such training.

Several interviewees agreed with the team’s
general sense that the spirit of innovation preva-
lent in the 1980s has dampened as the educa-
tional system expanded and developed better
management systems. Activities started earlier
as innovations have now become mainstream,
the funding for discretionary expenditures for
new initiatives has dried up, and some of the
innovative units have been marginalized. (Some
of the comments dealt more with the pride of
being able to consolidate the successes, improve
the quality, and sustain the programs, rather than
regret that more innovations were not under
way.)

Planning and Administrative Capacity
Given the rapid success during the first years

of independence, it might be assumed that the
education sector had sufficient planning and ad-
ministrative capacity. It did not, and most inter-
viewed recalled a period of ad-hoc decision-
making, strong personalities, and some good luck
in accomplishing things in spite of the obstacles.
Surprisingly little use was made of BEST re-
sources to address staff development within the
ministry itself (only 5 percent of the funds).
However, a number of other activities indirectly
strengthened administrative and planning capa-
bilities. Those included localization of examina-
tions; installation of a computerized management
information system; creation of a decentralized
system for distributing the technical kits that still
functions well today; the development of the
Human Resources Research Center; and train-
ing of selected individuals at the University of
Zimbabwe. The Ministry of Education appears
to be relatively well run, though it is thinly staffed
and has some serious weaknesses (particularly
in the planning and research capacities).

Examinations Capacities
Perhaps the most lasting impact of efforts to

strengthen capacity can be seen in the Exami-

nations Branch (now the Zimbabwe School Ex-
aminations Council, ZIMSEC). Though exami-
nations reform per se was not one of the stated
objectives of BEST, alignment of the examina-
tions with the curriculum changes was a practi-
cal necessity, and localization of exam adminis-
tration and scoring was one of the early options
identified for significant cost savings. BEST fi-
nanced the building where the examinations
council is now located, the acquisition of scan-
ners and computer hardware to mark the ex-
ams, and some technical assistance through the
CDU. Using BEST resources, the Examinations
Branch developed an excellent system of man-
agement and staff training and now handles
more than 700,000 examinations annually. The
investment greatly reduced the dependence on
the external Cambridge Examinations Syndicate
(saving several million dollars annually) and im-
proved the relevance of the curricula and syl-
labi. ZIMSEC is now solvent on a fee-paying
basis and has a contract for administering the
standard 7 exam. It would be in a comfortable
position to provide other technical services if it
could collect the Z$20 million to Z$25 million of
arrears that the government owes. Also, since it
is now independent, it no longer receives much
help from either the ministry or from assistance
agencies and has to use its own funds for re-
search on the factors that contribute to exami-
nations results.

Though the USAID assistance to what is
now ZIMSEC was an excellent investment and
one of the lasting reforms, it probably could have
been more influential had there been support for
examinations reform and restructuring, rather
than just administrative reforms and alignment
of the exams with the new curriculum. When it
became independent, the examinations board
initially acted as a post office for overseas ex-
ams, particularly the Cambridge “O” and “A”
levels. ZIMSEC now sets its own “O” levels
and “A” levels for Cambridge in Ndebele and
Shona but continues to use other Cambridge “A”
certificates. As it became clear that a lot of con-
tent was irrelevant, exams reform began to be
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coordinated with curriculum reform (no more
writing about daffodils and snowy days), but the
testing approach, timing, and structure remained
the same. The examinations continue to be very
“curriculum-bound,” and some interviewed sug-
gested that more research and experimentation
is needed to improve exams used in the work-
place and to create assessment tools that re-
flect an emphasis on problem-based learning,
criterion-referenced testing, and authentic as-
sessments of skills.

Tertiary Capacities
At the tertiary level, the impact on manage-

ment capacity was complicated by the creation
in 1989 of a new Ministry of Higher Education,
which shifted the planning office of the Ministry
of Education and some of the Ministry of Labor
and Manpower Planning to the new ministry.
BEST support for tertiary-capacity improvement
was done primarily through building infrastruc-
ture (both teaching and administrative structures
and dormitories/hostels) and through staff de-
velopment (a combination of BEST, ZASA, and
ZIMMAN funding supported some 400 of the
500 University of Zimbabwe faculty that re-
ceived external training over the decade).

One of the innovations BEST supported that
continues to this day is the Human Resources
Research Center (HRRC) at the University of
Zimbabwe. The HRRC was designed to pro-
vide training, research, and consulting services
to the university staff and appears to have done
this well in the initial years when it had BEST
support. In recent years recurrent budget prob-
lems have limited its effectiveness down to two
items: the publication of an education-research
journal (perhaps the best in Africa) and com-
puter training for researchers. The HRRC ap-
pears to have played a useful role, and there
seems to be demand for more staff-development
support through the HRRC. However, it now
appears that HRRC is seriously underbudgeted
and somewhat marginalized with staff doing the
best they can with antiquated equipment and lim-
ited acquisitions. The old computers with USAID

logos are sad reminders of what could be ac-
complished with relatively modest continuing
resources to help faculty stay current and linked
to their respective professional worlds.

Most of the 400 people USAID trained, pri-
marily at the master’s level, have stayed at the
university, and many have since obtained ad-
vanced degrees. People throughout the univer-
sity and the bureaucracy were exceptionally posi-
tive about the role USAID funds played in over-
coming the staff shortage and in raising the tech-
nical capacities of key institutions, enabling the
overall system to maintain quality as it expanded.
The main critical comments heard were that this
process has come to an end, with only a few
continuing institutional links and without the con-
tinuing collegiality and mentoring of long-term
professional relationships.

Funding and Allocating Mechanisms
under BEST

Foreign Exchange
In 1983 USAID determined that Zimbabwe’s

foremost need was for foreign exchange with
which to implement reforms and support private-
sector growth. The Mission judged that Zimba-
bwe had the capacity to manage its reform pro-
gram and that it had a well-formulated plan for
the expansion and reform of the education sec-
tor. USAID provided local currency generated
by a commodity import program to finance the
expansion and reform. In effect, USAID pro-
vided the Government of Zimbabwe with U.S.
dollars that were sold to the Zimbabwean pri-
vate sector, and the local currency generated
was then earmarked for the education sector.
The program design had multiple effects, includ-
ing: 1) providing needed foreign exchange to the
private sector and easing the adverse impact of
foreign-exchange shortages; 2) providing local
currency for construction and other infrastruc-
ture needs of the education sector; and 3) cre-
ating a substantial funding source that the Min-
istry of Finance was responsible for allocating,
thus forcing consultation and coordination across
ministries, which helped make decisions more
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transparent and improved the coordination and
monitoring of project activities.

BEST Working Group
Implementation of the BEST program was

coordinated through the interministerial BEST
Working Group that was the focal point for BEST
planning and decision-making. Members of the
working group included representatives of
USAID, the Ministry of Finance, Economic Plan-
ning and Development, the Ministry of Educa-
tion and Culture, the Ministry of Manpower Plan-
ning and Development, and the Ministry of Con-
struction. When the Ministry of Higher Educa-
tion was created it became a member of the
working group. The group decided how the lo-
cal currency generated by the CIP would be al-
located and coordinated among participating min-
istries. To guide its actions, the working group
developed and applied a set of criteria for fund-
ing proposals from the implementing agencies.
The proposals were aimed at specific actions to
overcome key constraints to reforming the edu-
cation sector. In general, the projects had previ-
ously been approved conditionally (i.e., subject
to funds available) within their respective oper-
ating units and were fully developed only after
program approval to facilitate the speed of imple-
mentation. The working group also considered
how the foreign currency portion of BEST would
be used so that the programming and outcomes
of the two funding streams would be coordinated.
This included the funding for external technical
assistance and for external training.

USAID did not create this process but did
respect and support it and help it mature. The
Ministry of Finance’s coordination reflected the
standard practice of GOZ budgeting, in which
activities were conditionally approved and then
subject to available financing and further ap-
proval. Infrastructure and major projects in other
ministries were coordinated in the same way
within the overall structure of the Public Sector
Investment Program. The BEST Working Group
operated somewhat differently in that five min-
istries were involved, and external funders such

as USAID participated directly in the review
and advisory processes. Also, BEST funding ac-
counted for a larger percentage of ministry fund-
ing than other areas, making the allocation pro-
cess very central to the ministry’s planning and
policymaking.

Virtually all people interviewed spoke favor-
ably about the collegiality and positive effects
of this process, though some comments had
more to do with personalities and specific mis-
takes (e.g., a failure of coordination meant that
a technical college was built without workshops)
than with the process or the mechanism itself.
In most instances, USAID staff is remembered
for helping facilitate but not direct the BEST
programs. One example to the contrary was
recalled—USAID moved independently of the
BEST Working Group to help build and imple-
ment Belvedere Technical Teacher Training
College, which was actually outside of BEST
parameters in terms of funding but was part of
BEST in terms of the ministry’s planning per-
spective.

In addition to the US$45 million in BEST
funding, USAID also provided the Zimbabwe
government with US$13 million in training
through the ZIMMAN I project, which included
support for university capacity development and
teacher training. By operating simultaneously
with BEST, though not subject to the same
interministerial negotiation, ZIMMAN I provided
USAID and the Government of Zimbabwe with
an unusual degree of funding and operational
flexibility.

Impressions of the Coordination
Mechanism

First, extra budgetary funding may be essen-
tial for extraordinary coordination processes to
work. When the necessity of allocating extra
budgetary funds ended with the phasing out of
BEST, the ministries no longer saw a need to
subject their programs to review by other op-
erational ministries, and the working group no
longer functioned as such. Second, because the
funder did not assign categories to intended ex-
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penditures, some potential programs were over-
looked and others were implemented ineffi-
ciently or slowly. The key, in the opinion of one
of those who participated in the allocations, was
whether funds were earmarked (at least notion-
ally) by subfunction. Where funds were not ear-
marked but were considered on a case-by-case
basis—as with European Union funding and
some other donors, such as the Canadian Inter-
national Development Agency—anybody could
make a claim since “anything is education.” On
the other hand, entities such as ZIMSEC, which
were integral to the process but did not fall un-
der the ministry’s budget, tended to be left out.
Much in-fighting and jealousy could have been
avoided with some level of matching require-
ment and/or longer-term budgetary commitments
beyond the period of the project.

There may also be a more prosaic explana-
tion for this financing approach and a more in-
teresting aspect to the collaboration and inven-
tion of new ways of making allocation decisions.
Method recalls that at the completion of the ini-
tial BEST design process there appeared to be
agreement on the major expenditure categories.
However, nowhere near the US$45 million of
hard currency requirements were allocated due
to the Zimbabwe planners’ careful elimination
of tasks that did not require external technical
assistants or personnel and the effective steps
Zimbabwe had taken to become self-sufficient
under the sanctions.

Those who kept things going under sanctions
had developed a “can-do” attitude and a culture
of self-sufficiency, and many of those new lead-
ers most committed to radical social change had
learned how to accomplish much with little re-
sources. Those leaders believed more in the abil-
ity of people to mobilize and accomplish things
by themselves than in the ability of the govern-
ment (and the still-suspect commercial sector)
to provide services to the people. Caught in the
middle were those who had recently arrived with
the assistance agencies and those newly returned
from exile who did not have the experience of
the self-sufficiency culture and who thought more

in terms of programs to be delivered. Thus,
USAID had no option other than to provide the
hard currency directly to the Ministry of Finance
in support of preidentified expenditures requir-
ing substantial hard currency. And many in the
new government—both the conservatives wor-
ried about profligate spending, the creation of
new parastatals, and entitlements, and the radi-
cals committed to shifting power and achieving
social objectives as rapidly as possible—found
themselves supporting an approach that made
disbursements quickly and then monitored ac-
tivities for budgetary impact and put them under
local control for strategic allocation. This was,
to say the least, a unique partnership that ap-
pears to have surprised many at the time, and
15 years later it is still being remarked upon by
those who participated in the process.

The team’s current impression is that a cul-
ture of fiduciary responsibility and pride in self-
sufficiency generally continues in the education
sector in Zimbabwe. Though macroeconomic
problems and signs of conspicuous consumption
are issues in present-day Zimbabwe, the educa-
tion sector commands an extraordinarily high
budget while also relying substantially on par-
ents, communities, and employers to help finance
education. The team noted a number of areas
where under-expenditure appears to be an is-
sue (e.g., materials acquisition, research and as-
sessment, ongoing staff training, and education
technology) and some areas where ineffective
expenditure may be the issue (e.g.,
preemployment technical training and the em-
phasis on getting credentials for teachers). How-
ever, the dominant impression was of
well-maintained buildings, staff who were seri-
ous and on-task, and little evidence of wasteful
or extravagant spending.

Summary

What Did BEST Do That Was Different?
From the perspective of nearly 15 years af-

ter its inception, some aspects of BEST may
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seem passé, and a reader who has incorporated
lessons learned into his or her current thinking
may have difficulty seeing much different in
BEST. In fact, a number of things set BEST
apart from the normal USAID project of that
era. Some of those differences include the fol-
lowing:

Use of CIP: Although USAID had used lo-
cal currency and CIP-generated currency be-
fore BEST, it was one of the first programs to
use this mechanism to provide education-sector
support. Moreover, BEST was one of the first
efforts to combine CIP-generated local currency
and foreign exchange to support the education
sector.

Nonproject assistance approach: Five
years after BEST, USAID/Washington pro-
moted the use of a nonproject assistance ap-
proach in many of its sector programs. In es-
sence, NPA is a development assistance model
that attempts to reinforce good policy choices
by providing funds to countries with well-for-
mulated policies and plans to carry out programs
subject to an agreed-upon set of benchmark re-
sults. This differs from other development mod-
els that provide funding for specific projects re-
gardless of the policy framework or manage-
ment capacity in a country. BEST was an early
NPA project, or at least a forerunner of the NPA
approach, insofar as USAID supported
Zimbabwe’s policies and judged it to have well-
formulated plans and the management capacity
to carry out the program.

Decision-making process: The degree to
which the BEST Working Group made the deci-
sions, rather than having USAID or other con-
tractors dictate those decisions, was unusual for
most USAID programs at the time or since.
Zimbabwe’s need for fast, flexible programming
of resources required USAID to work construc-
tively within a policy environment and sensitively
within local decision-making processes. The
BEST administrative process enabled it to do
so. In most cases, USAID’s standard operating
procedures require more decision-making in ad-
vance of funding commitments and more

micromanagement during implementation.
Empowerment: The decision-making pro-

cess employed in the BEST project empowered
Zimbabwe’s decision-makers, and that process
contributed to democratization in Zimbabwe.
USAID acted as a facilitator rather than a di-
rective donor, and this forced Zimbabwean offi-
cials to learn how to collaborate and carry out
their own assessments. USAID staff is remem-
bered by nearly all those associated with the
project for their insistence on documenting de-
cisions and for their helpful, collegial manner.
Some of those interviewed commented that at
the time they thought USAID made things un-
necessarily difficult and that it would have been
easier to make decisions in a way that was more
familiar—the donor telling them what it was
willing to support. However, over time they felt
this experience was useful and strengthened their
own work habits. If we are to judge from the
fondness with which working group participants
recall the BEST administrative structure, then
this aspect was a roaring success.

Flexibility and capacity building: The
BEST Working Group was the key instrument
in project development and in the approval pro-
cess. It made decisions regarding the allocation
of funds, applied criteria for project approval,
and enforced requirements for proposals. The
group also served a training function by demon-
strating effective administrative practices (a point
emphasized by many individuals interviewed) and
the importance of interministerial coordination.
Moreover, the projects implemented under BEST
used Government of Zimbabwe standards not
USAID standards—standards that in some cases
were more demanding.

Factors Critical to Overall Success
Policy context: Taking advantage of the en-

ergy and dynamic nature of post-independence
Zimbabwe, both the GOZ and USAID made
major reform possible at extraordinary speed. It
was of great help that Zimbabwe officials had
already identified categorical objectives and
made a number of de facto decisions based on
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events, inherited models, and the experience of
key decision-makers prior to independence.

Program coordination: Funds were allo-
cated within the Government of Zimbabwe us-
ing a consultative process involving multiple min-
istries, which forced coordination, joint planning,
and assessment across operational boundaries.
This helped improve the government’s proce-
dures for allocating other types of funding. How-
ever, the complexities of joint planning and co-
ordination across multiple ministries was also a
limiting factor, given the different leadership and
operational environments of the Ministry of
Manpower Development and Planning and the
Ministry of Education and Culture, and further
complicated when the Ministry of Education and
Culture split into two ministries.

Program financing: USAID program as-
sistance was large enough to have an impact
yet reasonably flexible in regard to end uses.
The Government of Zimbabwe gave educa-
tion an unusually high budgetary and opera-
tional priority and has sustained this priority
since the early 1980s.

Long-term training and staff develop-
ment: USAID provided significant training op-
portunities that were sustained over the course
of a decade. The training was managed in part
as a separate project but was closely coordi-
nated with BEST program objectives for ca-
pacity building.
Factors Limiting Success

Lack of long-term support for “soft-fi-
nance” activities: No mechanism was es-
tablished for ongoing government or external
funding of activities such as research, peri-
odic reassessments, external demand studies,
planning for projects outside the formal school
system, and tertiary training institutions.

Erosion of innovative climate as
Zimbabwe’s planning and management grew
progressively more prudent: As the profes-
sional competencies improved and attention
to issues of sustainability, management, and
predictability of results took center stage, ag-
gressive initiatives and the bold leadership that

characterized the first half of the 1980s seemed
to erode.

Slower-than-expected economic growth
and consequent job creation: Though BEST
did assume there would be shortfalls and diffi-
culties in the economic arena before education
reforms could have their full impact, Zimbabwe
experienced more problems than anticipated due
to macroeconomic policies, periods of severe
drought, and regional political and economic
events.

Lack of follow-on assistance: USAID
brought BEST support to an end on an “out is
out” basis without a follow-on strategy or
complementary program, such as institutional and
professional linkages, technical cooperation ac-
tivities, or ongoing assessment and information
exchanges. Most other donors phased out or
phased down education sector assistance in Zim-
babwe at about the same time.

Differences from General Policy and
Strategy Guidance

Sector reform vs. strategies targeted at pri-
mary education: Zimbabwe’s basic education
reform and USAID assistance through BEST,
though committed to universal basic education
beginning with primary education, mainly focused
on expanding access and maintaining quality at
the secondary level (and to some extent techni-
cal training and tertiary education). Few of the
BEST resources were actually spent on the pri-
mary level. This experience contrasts with cur-
rent international emphases on improving primary
education quality, distribution, and equity by tar-
geting assistance at the primary level.

Bricks and mortar, commodities, and le-
veraging: In Zimbabwe, BEST’s building as-
sistance, including noninstructional infrastructure
such as offices and university dormitories, was
in many ways critical to the program’s overall
impact and to its sustainability. Further, funding
for commodities, including instructional materi-
als and toolkits, was critical to early policy re-
forms. Given the relatively strong currency and
the self-sufficiency of the Zimbabwe private sec-
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tor, most of these expenditures were made in
local currency generated by the CIP disburse-
ments. In contrast, the general guidance is to
limit assistance for such end uses and to use
hard currency inputs to leverage local currency
budgetary commitments.

Fees and subsidies: Rather than reduce
fees and increase subsidies to improve equity,
Zimbabwe reduced subsidies and increased cost
recovery to make it feasible to expand rapidly.
The government relied extensively on commu-
nities to build and maintain schools, used school
fees at all levels, required tuition at tertiary lev-
els, offered student loans to cover boarding and
other costs, and looked to employers to fund
much of the technical training.

Sustainability and policy reform: Though
BEST supported extraordinarily ambitious re-
forms necessitated by policy decisions of a po-
litical nature made in the post-independence pe-
riod, Zimbabwe has in fact sustained these re-
forms for more than a decade and shows every
sign of continuing to make education a priority.
Zimbabwe’s experience is that policy-driven re-
forms taken as political imperatives can force
administrative, budgetary, policy, and technical
reforms and reallocations that may not other-
wise have been possible or advisable using con-
ventional planning approaches. This experience
runs counter to international recommendations
to plan for impact and sustainability, emphasize
provisions for long-term financing, assess imple-
mentation requirements carefully, be attentive
to cost-effectiveness and efficiency criteria, and
agree upon a strategy for capacity building to
address any deficits prior to authorization.

Suggestions for Follow-Up and Further
Discussion

There is a need for the following:

� Education research, particularly thematic re-
search that is linked to outcomes and sus-
tained over time, complemented with
follow-on training and professional support

for education researchers and data-system
managers.

� Public information or customer research such
as surveys and forums to assess parent, com-
munity, and employer priorities and levels of
satisfaction with available education and
training.

� Examinations development, particularly for
internationally comparable assessment in-
struments compatible with integrated science
and other curriculum reforms.

� Information technology in the secondary and
technical schools, and technology upgrades,
such as multimedia computers, LAN serv-
ers, and Internet connectivity, at the Human
Resources Center and other parts of the
University of Zimbabwe, at the Curriculum
Development Unit and other divisions of the
National Education Service Center, and at
ZIMSEC.

� Distance education technology applications,
including radio and telecommunications
linkages to the university’s distance educa-
tion centers.

� Technical training in information technolo-
gies and teaching skills that are required in
emerging industries. Priority should be given
to areas that would increase global market
access and external trade (e.g., packaging and
processing, freight handling and forwarding,
banking and insurance, telecommunications,
travel and travel services, hotels, and other
hospitality industries).

� Tertiary linkages concentrating in technical
fields, and including alternative institutional
and organizational approaches like those at
U.S. community colleges and other associ-
ate degree programs that are closely linked
to specific industries.
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Quality project)
Golden Chekenyere, management consultant,
Harare

Interviews and Key Contacts in
Zimbabwe

Gabriel Carron, director of research, IIEP/
Paris

T.T.T. Chagonda, deputy secretary, Ministry
of Education and Development

D. Chikwekwete, deputy director, Human Re-
sources Research Center, University of Zimbabwe

M. Chirumiko, technical editor (Zimbabwe
Journal of Education Research) and librarian,
Human Resources Research Center, University
of Zimbabwe

C. Gray Chivanda, deputy director, Man-
power Planning, Ministry of Higher Education

Ostin A. Chivenge, senior lecturer, crop sci-
ence, University of Zimbabwe, and dean, School

APPENDIX 1

of Agriculture
Faye Chung, chief, UNICEF Basic Educa-

tion Section, New York (former CEO/Planning
and former Minister of Education), interviewed
in Zimbabwe

Peter Croll, director, GTZ Zimbabwe
H.A.M. Dzinotyiweyi, dean of science, Uni-

versity of Zimbabwe
F.W. G. Hill, pro-vice-chancellor, University

of Zimbabwe
P. G. Kajawu, education officer, Projects and

Aid
J. Makawa, principal, Belvedere Technical

Teachers College
J. Manduvi-Moyo, education officer, Plan-

ning
Obert M. Matshalaga, director, Domestic and

International Finance, Ministry of Finance
Margaret S. Murandu, director, International

and Public Relations, University of Zimbabwe
C. Mutsvanga, DCEO Buildings, Projects and

Aid
Kenneth Ross, IIEP (researcher on quality

of primary education in Zimbabwe)
Dr. I. M. Sibanda, director, Zimbabwe School

Examinations Council
M. Zinyemba, registrar, University of Zim-

babwe


